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I would like to thank the CARES Commission for implementing its public 
review and hearing schedule following the release of its draft report.  I commend 
you for fourteen months of hard work, and I am pleased to extend my 
overwhelming support to the recommendations outlined for Veterans Integrated 
Service Network Sixteen, Eastern Southern Market.   

 
Florida’s First Congressional District represents what is arguably the most 

striking example of access to care challenges in the nation.  Nearly twenty-four 
percent of my constituents are eligible to receive health care through VA.  That is 
110,000 veterans, or one in four Panhandle residents.  Pensacola ranks in the 
top ten veterans’ populations in the nation, and Fort Walton Beach tops that 
same list.  

 
Despite these numbers, the Pensacola community-based outpatient clinic 

treats twice the number of Panhandle veterans than it was designed to 
accommodate.  Veterans in Fort Walton Beach and farther east must travel to the 
other side of Eglin Air Force Base, which spans over 700 square miles in the 
middle of the district, in order to even reach the Pensacola CBOC.  For VA 
inpatient care, all of my veterans must get to Biloxi, a trip upward of 200 miles for 
some residents. 

 
There is no question that the timing is right for improved capital asset 

planning.  Clearly the size and distribution of VA facilities and services are 
critically mismatched, and the veterans in my district know this all too well.  I 
commend the CARES Commission for its recognition of the access to care gap in 
the Eastern Southern market.  

 
I am pleased that an Eglin Air Force Base CBOC has been included in the 

highest priority CBOC investment group.  Of the forty-eight CBOCs 
recommended, only ten are slated for a 2004 opening date, and the Eglin clinic is 
amongst them.  The veterans’ community of Fort Walton Beach and Okaloosa 
County are encouraged by the CARES recognition of this critical need.   

 
I am pleased that CARES recognizes the federal medicine partnering 

opportunities that already exist in my district, and the potential savings through 
sharing by the expansion of current co-sharing agreements.  Two of the 
Department of Defense’s 75 military hospitals are in my district.  Resource 
sharing between VA and DoD facilities has been increasing for over two 
decades, and has steadily become a priority.  In response to the President’s 
aggressive strategy for improving coordination of VA and DoD programs and 



systems, the two Departments established a Joint Executive Council.  As the 
result, they have undertaken unprecedented efforts to improve cooperation and 
coordination.  Congress articulated its support for such initiatives via the Fiscal 
Year 2003 Defense Authorization Act. Most recently, the House Committee on 
Veterans Affairs reported H.R. 1720, a capital construction authorization of major 
medical facility projects, including a joint VA-DoD facility adjacent to Naval 
Hospital Pensacola.   

 
As the result, VA and DoD have undertaken unprecedented efforts to 

improve cooperation and coordination.  I am proud that Naval Hospital Pensacola 
and the 96th Medical Group at Eglin Air Force Base have been ahead of the bell 
curve on the implementation of co-sharing agreements.  Both facilities have the 
potential to set the pace for the rest of the nation on the issue of VA-DoD 
resource sharing.  The CARES report acknowledges this in its “highest-priority 
project request” for land to build a replacement Pensacola CBOC at Naval 
Hospital Pensacola, with the Navy to provide contract hospitalization for medicine 
and surgical care.   

 
As the CARES Draft Report indicates, you have my support and 

commitment to the planned expansion of inpatient and outpatient services and 
joint VA/DoD sharing agreements that preceded CARES but are now integral to 
its Market Plan.  I am pleased to report that one week ago today, Undersecretary 
of Health Dr. Robert Roswell and House Veterans Committee Health 
Subcommittee Chairman Rob Simmons pledged their support for the sharing 
initiatives. VISN 16 leaders, the commanding officers of both DoD hospitals, and 
representatives of virtually all non-government health care providers in the First 
District made public their commitment to these initiatives.  I will supplement my 
comments today with documents that support the solidarity amongst 
stakeholders, a rare meeting of the minds that align with the Commission’s 
recommendations.     

 
VA and Congress will undoubtedly join forces during the implementation 

phase of CARES.  As a member of the House Veterans Affairs and Armed 
Services Committees, I look forward to working closely with VA on the 
development of its Capital Plan for the Eastern Southern market.  As I have said 
before, nothing makes me prouder than representing the fine servicemen and 
women of America’s past and present.  We are focusing on veterans’ health care 
in Northwest Florida, and we are right on the cusp of some significant 
improvements that have been needed for a long time.  The CARES Commission 
has done its part in the Draft Plan it has developed, and I stand ready to partner 
with you in realizing our goals. 

 
Thank you. 












